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... expectations are again high that through learning, knowledge and retraining, an imposing 
set of problems in the economy as well as society in general will be alleviated.  Applying 
such learning to the labour market, far from representing a withdrawal from equity in favour 
of efficiency, is an integral part of its realisation -- equity and efficiency can co-exist, 
indeed must. (OECD 1997, p. 8) 
 
Education should not be considered exclusively in terms of meeting other ends (better 
employment prospects, income chances, greater security), but as promoting social and 
cultural participation, and thereby contributing to the reduction of marginality and 
exclusion. (OECD 1997, p. 103) 
 
Introduction 
The concerns of this paper are encapsulated in two events which took place in Australia in 2000: 
the protests in Melbourne at the World Economic Forum and the Olympic Games opening 
extravaganza.  The World Economic Forum exemplified the tensions between the efficiency 
imperatives of economic globalisation and political imperatives for equity and social cohesion.  The 
egalitarian representation of Australia at the Olympic Games opening - with a strong Indigenous 
presence - proclaimed 'difference' as a descriptor of Australian society; while more structural 
concerns with equality, such as those raised by the Aboriginal 'tent embassy' at Redfern during the 
Games, were diffused.  While these two sets of tensions, between equity and efficiency and 
between equality and difference, are not new, in the context of globalisation they have become 
particularly potent, with significant implications for educational policy framings. 
  
These tensions have been explored in some of our previous research on globalisation (Henry, 
Lingard, Rizvi and Taylor 2001) and equity (Taylor and Henry 1996, Henry and Taylor 1999, 
Henry 2001).  Here, we want to bring these two fields of inquiry together through an examination 
of Education Queensland's 2010 Strategy and related documents.  These documents represent a 
useful illustration of how global discourses of education - and the tensions within these - are 
articulated at the local level and, as such, say something about the relationship between the local 
and the global.  They also illustrate how issues relating to social justice have become framed within 
these global discourses.   
 
Education in Queensland1 has been something of a political football over the last twenty years or so, 
with changes from the conservative Bjelke-Petersen National party government, to Goss Labor, to the 
Coalition, and back to Labor again.  As in the other Australian states, the education system has been 
through various phases of restructuring, school based management has been introduced, and there have 
been major changes to the curriculum - often reflecting the political persuasions of the government of 
                                                 
1 In Australia, there is the added complexity in education policy making of a federal structure, where education is 
constitutionally the responsibility of the states and territories, but where the Commonwealth has been increasingly 
interventionist since the mid 1970s.  
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the day.  For example, school based management - introduced by the previous Coalition government - 
has been continued by the Beattie Labor government, but in a modified form. 
 
Queensland’s version of the ‘learning society’ - the 2010 Strategy - was developed by the Labor 
state government as a long term strategy for the next decade.  The Beattie government has 
constructed itself as a reformist government in ‘new times’ (Hall 1996) – with the goal of 
developing Queensland as the ‘Smart State’.  In relation to education, the Premier has emphasised 
the importance of ‘accessing the benefits of the knowledge economy of the future’ and of the need 
to ‘ensure the education levels and skills of our people are up with the best in the world’ (Education 
Queensland 2000a, p. 3).  There were other powerful imperatives for educational reform in the late 
1990s in Queensland: there were concerns about increasing pockets of poverty in parts of the state, 
particularly in rural and regional areas, and a decline in school retention rates.  There were also the 
effects of changes in the Commonwealth’s funding arrangements which were placing increased 
pressures on state systems, with, in turn, concerns about public perceptions about state schooling in 
Australia (Reid 1998).  Related, in Queensland there were concerns about ‘a shift in enrolment 
trends’ (KPMG 2000, p. 1) due to an increasing drift to private schools in the new market context. 
 
As a result of these imperatives, extensive consultations were conducted in 1999 to gather 
information about public attitudes and opinions about Queensland education. Questions posed 
were: ‘What do we want state schools to be like in 2010?  What will teachers’ work be like?  How 
will learning occur?  What support will state schools need from Education Queensland?’(Education 
Queensland 2000a, p. 3). Various background and research papers were also commissioned 
regarding the changing global and local contexts and their implications for education reform.  In 
addition, the reforms were informed by the findings of a major longitudinal research study of 
Queensland schools and classrooms, commissioned by the previous state government, and 
conducted from 1998 to 2000 – The Queensland School Reform Longitudinal Study (QSRLS) 
(Lingard, Ladwig, Mills, Bahr and Chant 2001).  It is also relevant that one of the QSRLS research 
team, Professor Allan Luke, was seconded as Deputy Director General of Education during 1999 
and early 2000, with direct involvement in the development of aspects of the 2010 Strategy.  
  
The paper first reviews some of the key features of global discourses of education, including the 
shift in the ways in which social justice issues have been framed within a global context.  Key 
policy documents relating to Education Queensland’s 2010 Strategy are then analysed in terms of 
how the tensions within and between these global discourses are managed, with particular reference 
to how equity issues are framed and addressed.  The final section of the paper discusses the 
implications of the reforms for social justice in Queensland education.  
 
Global discourses of education 
 
The concept of globalisation has become something of a buzzword in education policy discussions 
in the last decade.  It has, however, been useful for analysing changing arenas of policy making and 
the apparent convergence of education policy ideas and forms of governance across western 
countries - as well as in many so-called third world countries (Henry, Lingard, Rizvi and Taylor 
1999; Henry, Lingard, Rizvi and Taylor 2001).  Most significant amongst these ideas are new 
human capital theory and new public management theory. 
 
New human capital theory views education as central in the global knowledge economy, benefiting 
individuals as well as societies.  As such, new human capital theory has legitimated expanded 
educational provision and notions of life-long learning, increasingly funded via various user-pays 
mechanisms.  New public management theory is predicated on principles of 'loose-tight' steering.  
Applied to schooling, this form of governance has resulted in variations of school-based 
management alongside tighter accountability mechanisms with respect to curriculum, assessment 
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and other centrally-determined priorities.  Related, there is a focus on educational outcomes rather 
than inputs as a policy and funding lever, on flexibility in modes of educational delivery, and 
markets are privileged over government as the mechanism for achieving educational reform and 
efficiency. There is also a continuing commitment to equality of opportunity as a core educational 
principle, but increasingly framed in terms of the need for social cohesion, given increasing 
economic and social inequalities as well as increasing cultural diversity. 
 
Collectively, such ideas could be seen as constituting global discourses about educational purposes, 
governance and provision, framed in essentially neo-liberal terms.  As such, they represent 
something more than merely common responses to common sets of circumstances arrived at 
through processes of policy borrowing or adaptation.  Rather, such discourses have been constituted 
and articulated via interlocking communities - emergent global policy communities - of senior 
bureaucrats, academics and consultants, policy analysts and policy makers in frequent contact 
through email and high level international forums and conferences (Henry et al 2001).  However, 
these policy communities are not necessarily ideologically aligned.  For example, despite the 
OECD’s role as a key player in shaping neo-liberal globalisation agendas, OECD reports show 
tensions between social democratic and neo-liberal strands of thought reflective of its membership.  
Such tensions are magnified when different international communities such as UNESCO and the 
OECD come together, as they increasingly do.  To some extent, this ideological amalgam explains 
the attempt to stitch together what we argue are opposing logics of equality and neo-liberal versions 
of efficiency in contemporary education policy discourse, as exemplified in the quotes opening this 
paper  - confirming the significance of the politics of discourse in framing education policy (Taylor, 
Rizvi, Lingard, and Henry 1997). 
 
Such tensions are more than merely discursive, of course.  They reflect broader tensions or 
contradictions within processes of globalisation themselves and raise key policy dilemmas.  For 
example, economic globalisation has brought about greater polarities of privilege and poverty, 
creating a policy dilemma of support for neo-liberal economic directions, while at the same time 
maintaining the social cohesion necessary for the political stability that markets desire and which 
communities demand.  Social cohesion has also been challenged by the greater cultural diversity 
resulting from enhanced flows of people, another dimension of globalisation.  The policy dilemma 
here is to find ways of recognising diversity, but without weakening the commitment to equality of 
opportunity and outcomes which have always been prime political projects in Western liberal 
democracies or social democratic societies.  
 
This view of globalisation as internally contradictory is an important point analytically, as it 
suggests a view of globalisation as a set of processes rather than as a reified monolith or juggernaut, 
thus providing some purchase for thinking strategically about engaging with the forces of 
globalisation.  Further, to say that there are now sets of ideas which could be said to constitute 
global discourses is not to imply policy uniformity across nations.  Rather, nations become hooked 
into global rhetoric and ideas while reworking these 'in the national interest'.  Of course, in the 
context of globalisation, the political terrain within which nation states operate has become more 
complex, and what constitutes ‘national interest’ has become a highly contentious question.  
Nevertheless, national governments do retain policymaking capacity, particularly in fields such as 
education.  Thus how nations choose to define their educational purposes and modes of governance 
remains a key political issue, and how global discourses become articulated at national or sub-
national levels is by no means predictable.   
 
For example, in previous research on changing approaches to equity in Australian schooling (Henry 
and Taylor 1999), we documented how the Australian states and territories were able to ‘work’ the 
Commonwealth’s agenda – of making literacy a key equity focus - to their own ends, and in 
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accordance with their own policy histories and priorities.  Thus there was considerable refraction of 
global policy agendas down the policy line. 
 
Discourses of social exclusion/cohesion 
One of the discursive shifts which has accompanied the era of globalisation has been the virtual 
disappearance of the language of equity or social justice.  More common now are references to social 
cohesion, inclusion and exclusion.  For example, the terminology of social inclusion and exclusion has 
been taken up in so-called Third Way politics, popularised in the UK by Anthony Giddens (1998).  The 
Third Way attempts to chart a path between old style welfarism with its top down, bureaucratically 
organised distribution of benefits, and the harshness of neo-liberal deregulation.  It seeks therefore to 
find ‘a new relationship between the individual and the community, a redefinition of rights and 
obligations’ (Giddens 1998, p. 65). Thus the welfare state becomes the social investment state in which 
investment in human capital is seen as a core activity; welfare becomes ‘positive welfare’ to which 
individuals and other agencies besides governments contribute’ (p. 117).  Poverty programs are 
replaced with community building programs emphasising ‘support networks, self help and the 
cultivation of social capital as means to generate economic renewal in low income neighbourhoods’ (p. 
110). 
 
Third Way politics have been attacked by critics as essentially a reworking of neo-liberalism given that 
what tends to be picked up is a policy focus on entrepreneurialism and ‘mutual responsibilities’ 
(Levitas 1996, Lister 1998).  For example, in a trenchant critique of globalisation theorists and their 
academic acolytes (Giddens is singled out in particular), Bourdieu and Wacquant (2000) point to the 
discursive shifts which such theorists have helped to promote. They argue that hegemonic neo-
liberalism has generated a series of discursive antipathies around state and market, with markets seen, 
approvingly, as free, open, flexible, dynamic, future and growth oriented, exemplifying principles of 
individualism, diversity and democracy.  By contrast, within this schema the state is viewed as 
constrained, closed, rigid, immobile, backward looking and archaic, upholding principles of 
collectivism, uniformity and totalitarianism.  The language of Third Wayers, they argue, does little to 
disrupt such false dichotomies.  Put another way, within such a framing, the social becomes a tool for 
economic ends, not an equal priority or end in itself.  
 
Thus for critics such as Levitas (1996), the problem with the focus on social inclusion and exclusion is 
that social exclusion is defined in terms of unemployment.  In turn, she suggests, the emphasis on 
employability tends to obfuscate an analysis of poverty as deriving from fundamentally unequal 
relationships of capitalism.  Therefore, she argues, integration into work becomes an end in itself 
without any interrogation of the conditions under which such integration may occur or, more 
fundamentally, the deep-seated structural inequalities of (global) capitalism ‘driven by profit and based 
upon exploitation’ (Levitas 1996, p. 18).  An alternative discourse of social inclusion deriving from a 
structural and redistributive approach, Levitas suggests, takes poverty and attendant problems of 
exclusion from civil society and citizenship rights as its starting point.  This is in keeping with Bessis’s 
(1995) discussion of social exclusion and cohesion which distinguishes three dimensions of exclusion:  
economic, in terms of lack of employment; social, in terms of loss of social status (deriving from 
unemployment and loss of income); and political, in terms of deprivation of political and human rights.  
While in part the discussion is framed in economic terms, the solution is not seen, simply, in terms of 
integration into the labour market, but rather in terms of confronting what she describes as ‘the 
dictatorship of the economy’ (p. 26).  For Bessis, then, it is strategically important to ‘put an end to the 
hegemonic status of dominant economic thinking ... and give primacy to social policy’ (p. 35).  
 
Such a discussion has implications for framing educational policy goals and considering the role of 
schooling.  The notion of social inclusion in its more extended form may be usefully applied in arguing 
for the importance of education in building social capital as well as economic capital (Bourdieu 1997).  
The concept of social capital has received a good deal of attention in social and welfare policy in the 
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last decade or so as a way of articulating an alternative starting point for policy goals.  Thomson 
defines social capital as ‘the outcome of social processes which link people together in groups and 
build communities’ (1999, p. 2).  She suggests that the interest in social capital stems in part as a 
response to the dominant individualism which has marked the emphasis in recent policy on 
development of human capital for purposes of national competitiveness.  However it also responds to 
the needs of policy makers who recognise that economic success requires a certain level of social 
cohesion, stability and trust. 
 
These more robust notions of social inclusion and cohesion provide a more useful starting point for 
considering the role of education in a global context than those which take employability as their 
starting point.  This is not to deny the fundamental importance of work and employment.  But policy 
framings which enable a consideration of the role schools play in building social as well as economic 
capital are more likely, we would argue, to promote social justice, than those which focus more 
narrowly and more individualistically on, say, literacy and numeracy outcomes. 
 
Reconciling equality and diversity 
Another discursive shift which is relevant to a consideration of how equity issues are framed in policy 
is related to the increasing cultural diversity within societies resulting from global flows of people 
seeking jobs or safe havens.  It also reflects new theoretical understandings about social justice policy 
deriving from neo-marxism and poststructuralism. 
 
Two aspects of social justice are important: the economic and the cultural.  Traditional approaches have 
mainly been concerned with economic inequality and about the redistribution of resources.  
Redistributive traditions of thinking about social justice have drawn on three main schools of thought: 
liberal individualism, with a prime focus on equality of opportunity for individuals; social democratic, 
with a prime focus on equality of outcomes between social groups; and market individualism.  In 
Australia, the social democratic approach, with a focus on equity target groups, was dominant on 
education policy agendas for much of the 1970s and 1980s (Taylor et al 1997).  However, market 
individualism became dominant in most western countries through the 1990s, and has become 
increasingly popular in recent years with both Labor and conservative governments in Australia.  
Economic considerations are paramount in this approach and the market is regarded as the main 
provider of social justice.  In this individualistic framing, structural elements of disadvantage such as 
poverty tend to be underemphasised, though the identification of ‘equity target groups’ as an 
administrative principle may continue. 
 
Over the past decade or so, attention has turned towards cultural aspects of inequality and the 
recognition of difference (Taylor et al 1997, ch. 7).  These more recent approaches to social justice 
reflect an understanding that the older redistributive models did not take account of the complexity of 
the issues and of the ways in which different dimensions of inequality (for example, class, race, gender) 
are interrelated.  Further, they did not adequately take account of cultural aspects of injustice.  As a 
result, new paradigms have been developed which focus attention on the recognition of difference as 
well as on addressing economic inequalities (Young 1990; Fraser 1997).  These issues are complex, 
because redistribution and recognition of difference often need to be pursued simultaneously in 
addressing social injustices.  For example, race inequalities have a socio-economic component which 
demand a redistributive approach, as well as a cultural component for which a recognition approach is 
necessary.  There are additional complications because some policy strategies dedifferentiate social 
groups (for example, in equal employment policies); while others enhance group differentiation (for 
example, maternity leave provisions).   
 
How these twin aspects of social justice policy – equality and difference – are reconciled in Education 
Queensland’s reform strategy will be explored in the following sections of the paper, together with the 
tensions between equity and efficiency discussed earlier.  
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Education Queensland's 2010 Strategy 
 
The main strategy document, Queensland State Education 2010 (QSE 2010) (Education Queensland 
2000a), was released early in 2000.  Three associated policy documents were released later that year: 
the New Basics Project (Education Queensland 2000b); Partners for Success (Education Queensland 
2000c), the strategy for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander education; and Building Success Together 
- The framework for students at educational risk (Education Queensland 2000d).  It is these four 
documents, which constitute the initial public iteration of the 2010 Strategy, that are the focus of this 
paper.  The analysis which follows is discussed under four subheadings drawn from the documents and 
which reflect major organising themes: economic and social imperatives; public education; aims and 
approach to learning; and a new approach to equity. 
   
Economic and social imperatives 
There is a feeling of urgency about the need for change running through the first section of QSE 2010: 
‘The challenges faced by Education Queensland in the next decade come from a rapidly changing 
external environment’ (Education Queensland 2000a, pp. 4-5).  The challenges are summarised at the 
end of this section on ‘Forces for Change’, reflecting the interweaving of economic and social 
imperatives characteristic of the global discourses of education previously discussed:  
 
There is a challenge facing education in Queensland as we move into an era where knowledge 
supersedes information and technology transforms longstanding relationships of time and space.  
It is to become a learning society - the Smart State - in which global forces favour the adaptable, 
and the key resources will be human and social capital rather than just physical and material 
resources. (Education Queensland 2000a, p. 8) 
 
This section discusses the changes occurring to the nature of work - away from manufacturing and 
towards communication, service and knowledge-based industries - and the skills needed for the new 
economy.  The relationship between workforce skills and economic competitiveness is highlighted, as 
well as the importance of completion of schooling for both the individual and the economy.  In this 
context, it is acknowledged that ‘existing disparities in opportunity …will get worse unless there is a 
dedication to an equity principle that gives everyone a chance at the same outcomes’ (p. 8).  This is 
seen to be a government obligation, and the importance of social cohesion, and the role of schools in 
promoting a sense of community, is emphasised.  Changes to families and increasing cultural diversity 
are also identified as aspects of the complex external changes facing education in the next decade. 
 
It is argued that the future schooling needs of Queensland will require schools to differentiate to meet 
the needs of their communities.   
 
Because human and social capital develop within families and through wider networks, 
Queensland state schools should be re-conceptualised as part of that learning society and 
become embedded in communities - local and global - in new ways. (Education Queensland 
2000a, p. 8) 
 
In addition, a new curriculum framework will be needed, and there will need to be a focus on quality:  
‘Quality schools will divest themselves of traditional industrial age and bureaucratic restraints to 
reinvent as dynamic “learning organisations” in “learning communities” ’(p. 10). 
 
Thus the strategy is framed in terms of rapid global change, with references to the ‘knowledge 
economy’, and the ‘learning society’ for the ‘new economy’.  However, these economic priorities are 
interwoven with social goals.  Schools are seen to have an important role in building social capital as 
well as human capital, and there is a concern with addressing inequalities. 
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These competing goals are well summarised in the summary statement of the strategy itself: 
 
This strategy helps Education Queensland to contribute to the government objective to reinvent 
Queensland as the Smart State by: 
 maximising the number of students who complete Year 12 with a foundation for later 
learning and the skills to be part of a competitive workforce in the knowledge economy;  
 providing equal access to learning outcomes for students from all backgrounds; and 
 helping revitalise communities disrupted and impoverished by social and economic 
change. 
(Education Queensland, 2000a, p. 30) 
Public education 
As has been mentioned earlier, there were concerns in the late 1990s about the drift of students from 
state to private schools, which was in part one of the reasons for the development of the reforms.  QSE 
2010 is underpinned by a strong commitment to public education and to interventionist government.  It 
is argued that, as a result of globalisation, governments have less control over their own economies, and 
that there are pressures to follow the trends towards smaller government, privatisation and competition 
and that the more traditional role of government ‘to act in the public interest, promoting participatory 
citizenship, equity and community trust is constantly challenged’ (p. 7).  It is further argued that: 
 
Government can only achieve all its objectives for education through a strong state education 
system with clear purposes valuing a fair go.  It has a responsibility to give the public education 
system the means to deliver the highest quality education (p. 7).  
 
In QSE 2010, schools are seen to have an important social role associated with, ‘the pursuit of the 
public interest, equity and their responsibility for the welfare of students.  Schools are community 
assets, central to community learning and development’(p. 18). 
 
In a section on the ‘Purpose of state education’ the earlier themes are repeated. It is stated that there is a 
need for education to accommodate the consequences of the transition to a knowledge economy; the 
increased complexity and change in families and communities; and the development of an Australian 
identity in a multicultural society and world:  ‘... as globalisation converges values and aims on a global 
scale, there is a consequent search for local cultural identity’ (p. 12).  The notion of citizenship is seen 
as central here, and it is argued that, preparing students as citizens to ‘ride the rapids of change’ means 
they should be able to participate in community life, economic life and political life.  Community life is 
seen as ‘the fuel of civil society’ and ‘the basis for social cohesion and fairness’ (p. 12). 
 
Reflecting the concerns about the ‘drift’ to private schools, it is asserted that the strength of the state 
school system lies in its breadth and diversity, and that its future enrolment share ‘will depend on its 
ability to market its achievements, the values it stands for and its quality ... ‘(p. 10).  A strong position 
is taken to defend public education in a market context, using the language of ‘choice’: ‘The role of 
government in an informed market is to maintain a strong state system, so that the value of choice 
really exists’ (p. 13).  It is argued that a strong state system will ensure that public interest is protected 
through building civic and social cohesion and strong school-community and school-business 
partnerships; that education is inclusive of the experiences of all students; and the fundamentals of a 
fair society are met, with opportunities for the least able and those adversely affected by social and 
economic change.  A strong state system will also ensure:  ‘A balanced approach ... so that democratic 
and collaborative education is not dominated by the pressures to conform to market values’ (p. 13). 
 
Once again we see the interweaving of global discourses of education, with a strong emphasis on 
social aspects, through a strengthening of the state system.  In terms of equity issues this is a 
significant point, as many would argue that, given the power of the concept of ‘choice’ in a market 
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driven economy, the provision of a strong public education system by governments is crucial to 
achieving social justice in education (Sturman 1997). 
 
Aims and approach to learning 
Reflecting global pressures, the main aim of QSE 2010 is to increase the proportion of the Queensland 
population completing year 12 or equivalent - to match the proportions achieved by leading OECD 
countries.  Despite the earlier emphasis on social as well as economic goals, this aim is justified solely 
in economic terms:  ‘Completing school or its equivalent adds value to the competitiveness of 
individuals and the Queensland economy (p. 15). 
 
The main strategy to increase school retention rates is the introduction of a new approach to learning - 
one which emphasises the importance of teacher-student relationships to student outcomes.  Lifelong 
learning, problem solving and critical thinking are identified as ‘the critical components of the 
knowledge economy and the information society’ (p. 15).  It is argued that schools need to provide 
students with ‘multiple literacies, technical skills and the motivation for such learning’ as early as 
possible, as they are ‘the foundation for further study and the basis for vocational learning for a 
competitive economy’ (p. 15). 
 
This is to be done through the New Basics framework - an integrated curriculum, pedagogy and 
assessment framework for all students.  Reflecting social as well as economic goals, the document 
states that the framework would prepare students ‘for flexible and adaptable life pathways, for 
participation in the future economy and in cohesive social communities’ (p. 15). The New Basics are to 
be understood as essential areas of learning – critical thinking, problem solving and life long learning - 
in four new areas of disciplinary learning: life pathways and social futures; communications media; 
critical citizenship; and environment and technologies.  Students would complete specific outcome 
tasks in these areas.   
 
Further information about New Basics was provided in separate materials on the Education Queensland 
web site (Education Queensland, 2000b). 
 
New Basics Project is to work with teachers and schools as they focus on their core business of 
teaching and learning, but to do so in a way that directly confronts the challenges of these 
dramatically changing times.  The New Basics Project is about dealing with new student 
identities, new economies and workplaces, new technologies, diverse communities and complex 
cultures (Education Queensland, 2000b). 
 
The framework is clearly framed within the discourses of global change, and focuses on knowledge and 
skills that teachers require for ‘new times’.  It aims to help teachers to make more effective linkages 
between curriculum, pedagogy and assessment based on: 
 
... mentoring, sharing and developing classroom pedagogy; 
new, straightforward approaches to the assessment of student outcomes;  
and ways of talking about and attending to, equity and student diversity (Education Queensland, 
2000b, emphasis added). 
 
Linked with the New Basics are Productive Pedagogies and Rich Tasks.  Productive Pedagogies are 
classroom strategies to improve teaching and student outcomes, and include ‘the recognition of 
difference’ as one of four dimensions of practice.  They were developed for the QSRLS, based on 
research on authentic pedagogy by Newmann and Associates (1996) in the USA (Lingard et al 2001).  
 9
The Rich Tasks are problem based assessment tasks designed to be relevant to everyday life and to 
‘new worlds of work’ (Education Queensland 2000b).2   
 
The intention here is to make equity a pedagogical issue.  The findings from the QSRLS, which 
influenced the development of the 2010 Strategy, demonstrated that teachers are central to achieving 
socially just outcomes for students, and showed that the quality of pedagogy, assessment and 
curriculum are important equity issues.  This explains the reference to ‘new … ways of talking about 
and attending to, equity and student diversity’ mentioned above.  However, this aspect of the New 
Basics framework is not sufficiently highlighted in either QSE 2010, or in the New Basics materials 
themselves.  This is surprising, given that an ‘Equity premise’ explicitly underpinned the development 
of the framework (Education Queensland 2000f). 
 
Building on the New Basics, the development of new pathways through the senior secondary years to 
post-school destinations is advocated in QSE 2010.  Attention is also given to the early years and 
integrating pre-school education with other pre-school and childcare services. 
  
A new approach to equity 
Equity issues are discussed more explicitly in QSE 2010 under the heading, ‘A new deal on equity’:  
‘Equity programs will focus on the right for all students to access education that leads to learning 
outcomes consistent with their potential’ (p. 17).  The inclusion of equity programs as a part of the 
strategy is significant, and although this is an individualistic conceptualisation of equity, there are a 
number of positive features in the ways in which equity issues are addressed.  
 
The section on equity has four components, dealing in turn with: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people, special education, students with a disability, and ‘at-risk groups’.  A new policy negotiated with 
Indigenous people - Partners for Success - aims to improve the educational outcomes of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students.  Building Success Together is the ‘whole of system’ framework for 
‘students at educational risk’.  Both Partners for Success and Building Success Together emphasise 
community partnerships and integrated government services.  There is also a strong focus on 
accountability and monitoring of outcomes. 
 
With the exception of Indigenous students and students with a disability, equity groups are dealt with 
together as ‘at-risk groups’, defined as ‘particularly those who on the basis of culture, linguistic 
background, gender, location, or socio-economic status have been disadvantaged ...’ (Education 
Queensland 2000a, p. 17):  
  
The aim will be improved outcomes for students from specific target groups.  Specific support 
will be directed to schools that enrol larger than usual numbers of students at risk and schools 
that service communities facing economic and social location with at-risk students.  Schools 
will set targets for improved outcomes for those students and track and report on progress. (p. 
17) 
 
Other features of the strategy are relevant from a social justice perspective.  The importance of 
differentiation of schools and teaching approaches in order to meet the diverse needs of students and 
their communities is stressed throughout the document.  Community partnerships, including 
community hubs and full-service schools which can provide a focus for community development, are 
also advocated.  In relation to employment issues, a commitment is made by Education Queensland to 
support women and people from diverse cultural backgrounds in leadership positions. 
                                                 
2 Trialling of the New Basics Project in Queensland Schools began in 2000, and 59 schools are currently participating 




Consistent with general trends associated with school based management, there is a theme of 
accountability running through the document.  It is recommended that, central office ‘... should move 
more quickly to a model which suits school based management - one based on setting clear policy and 
accountability frameworks, providing guidance and support and effective client service’ (p. 23).  
Progress in meeting the goals of the strategy is to be monitored through ‘key performance measures’ 
(KPMs) which would involve the collection of data for individual students, schools and the system.  In 
relation to equity: 
 
The KPMs on participation, completion, achievement and destination can be used for specified 
groups of students to evaluate achievement of equity objectives.  Subsidiary measures 
appropriate to specified groups can be included in the KPMs related to service to students (p. 
29, emphasis added). 
 
Thus, provision is made for monitoring the achievements of and services for specific student equity 
groups. 
 
The framework for ‘students at educational risk’, Building Success Together, is dealt with in more 
detail in a separate document (Education Queensland 2000d).  The focus here is on students who are 
‘most at risk of not engaging in learning and school life or achieving their potential, and not completing 
schooling ...’ (Education Queensland 2000d, p. 1).  The target for school completion rates in 2010 is 
set, and it is emphasised that there is a relationship between the objective of the completion of 
schooling and the quality of schooling - thus placing emphasis on the system and the need for students 
to have positive experiences of schooling, particularly through improved student-teacher relationships 
and educational practices.  
 
Students at educational risk are defined as: 
 
... those students whose experience of schooling, together with other factors in their lives, 
makes them vulnerable to not completing twelve years of schooling or equivalent qualifications, 
or not achieving their potential, the essential knowledge and skills for effective participation in 
work, relationships and in families, and as active citizens in the community (p. 3). 
 
The careful use of the term ‘students at educational risk’ here - rather than ‘students at risk’- is 
interesting.  It reflects the trend away from a concern with broader social aspects of educational 
disadvantage towards a focus on literacy as a surrogate for educational disadvantage evident in 
Australian education policy in the late 1990s (Comber, Green, Lingard and Luke 1998).  It is also 
interesting that there has been an explicit move away from the language of specific target groups that 
was used in QSE 2010.  The change in approach is explained in the policy guidelines: 
 
During the 1990s a number of policies were developed to focus attention on the needs of 
particular target groups.... Understanding and addressing educational concerns for these groups 
remains justified by patterns of stratification in learning outcomes.   
 
In recent times, however, another map of educational risk is evolving as significant gaps in 
opportunity, services, education and lifestyle divide the affluent from the poor, and rural 
communities from urban communities, and result in fragmentation within communities. ... 
Single dimension target group strategies are no longer enough to explain the interrelated and 
cumulative social cultural, geographic and economic impacts on communities, particularly in 
localised settings (Education Queensland 2000d, p. 3). 
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The Building Success Together policy guidelines argue that schools need to take an active role within 
communities to overcome fragmentation and build: 
 
.... a collective commitment to success for all students.  Because the impacts of economic and 
social change associated with globalisation are highly localised, answers must be found locally.  
Schools have a role within learning communities to build the networks, trust and skills for 
participation that allow communities to manage and sustain change, and to enhance skills and 
knowledge in the process (p. 3). 
 
The focus, then, is on identifying resources within communities ‘rather than individual or community 
deficits’, and the focus on ‘all students’ is significant. 
 
In the context of debates about equality and difference, an information leaflet about the Framework for 
Students at Educational Risk (Education Queensland 2000e, unpaged) is also relevant.  It is stated that, 
‘diversity is valued as learning resource’, and that the framework:  
 
... regards stereotypes about the capacity to learn based on single factors such as race, 
geography, cultural or linguistic background, socioeconomic circumstance or gender, as 
inappropriate in a world where flexibility and adaptability of skills and knowledge are a primary 
requisite for successful participation in work, families and communities. 
 
It is of course important to avoid stereotyping in this way - but there is also a need for awareness of 
how these particular factors may impact on learning.  It seems that this point is particularly important 
given the focus on pedagogy in other part of QSE 2010.  Further, the previously quoted statement from 
the framework for ‘students at educational risk’ - that ‘understanding and addressing the educational 
concerns for [particular target] groups remains justified by patterns of stratification in learning 
outcomes’ (Education Queensland 2000d, p. 3) - seems to have been forgotten. 
 
The Partners for Success document is subtitled: ‘Strategy for the Continuous Improvement of 
Education and Employment outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples in Education 
Queensland’ (Education Queensland 2000c).  The strategy ‘provides a set of new policies designed to 
enable schools and their communities to develop solutions responsive to local circumstances within a 
state wide monitoring and accountability framework’ (p. 1).  This set of policies exemplifies what 
could be described as a ‘strong’ approach to equity with its emphasis on improving educational 
outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.  Building partnerships between Education 
Queensland and Indigenous communities is a central focus of the strategy, which also aims to achieve a 
‘greater coherence of delivery of services to students, their families and communities’ by means of a 
‘whole of government’ service delivery.  There is also an emphasis on ‘ensuring that curriculum, 
pedagogy, assessment, reporting and human resources policies and programs effectively meet the needs 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students’ (p. 4).  The strategy is based on the principle of 
shared responsibility between Education Queensland and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities.  It highlights ‘negotiated accountability frameworks’ based on ‘agreed targets and mutual 
obligations’ (p. 4), reflecting the discourses of mutual obligation of Third Way politics discussed in the 
introduction to this paper. 
 
The development of a separate equity program - Partners for Success  - to address Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander issues is consistent with a social justice approach which focuses on the needs of 
the least advantaged.  Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders are clearly the most disadvantaged of the 
equity target groups on a range of indicators and hence need to be given priority.  However, many 
features of the Partners for Success program would be appropriate for certain regional and rural 




In its distinctive response to rapid global pressures for change QSE 2010 has interwoven economic 
priorities with social goals.  There is an emphasis on building social capital as well as human capital, 
and a strong commitment to public schooling. State schools are viewed as having an important role in 
building social capital in communities.  There is recognition of the need for differentiated schools and 
teaching approaches to meet the needs of diverse communities; and the proposed approach to learning, 
New Basics, is a framework designed for all students.   
 
In relation to equity programs per se, there is a strong focus on improving outcomes for Indigenous 
students.  With the exception of students with a disability, students disadvantaged in other ways are 
grouped together as ‘students at risk’.  In relation to the way equity issues are framed, there are tensions 
between some of the documents examined.  It is stated that there is still a need to address concerns 
about the educational outcomes of specific groups.  However, in the documents associated with 
Building Success Together (Education Queensland 2000d, 2000e) there is an explicit rejection of a 
‘target group’ approach and a focus on diversity as a learning resource. 
 
 
Implications for social justice  
 
In our view, the 2010 reform strategy promotes a reasonably strong social justice agenda in a number 
of respects.  There is a strongly stated commitment to public education as a cornerstone of community-
building, and a rejection of an excessively marketised version of devolution in favour of a model with a 
strong community focus.  In terms of broader aspects, there is an overall objective of improving 
Queensland’s retention rate.  The ‘new basics’ framework has the potential to provide an integrated 
approach to learning and ‘engaged’ learning for all students, in the context of changing identities, 
communities, economies and workplaces.  And the new accountability mechanisms foreshadowed 
appear to embody qualitative as well as quantitative assessment of students’ experiences of schooling. 
 
In terms of more specific social justice issues, the combination of targeted equity programs and 
accountability requirements, together with the recognition of the need for more differentiated schools 
and teaching approaches to meet the diverse needs of students and communities, are positive features.  
The framing of ‘students at educational risk’ in terms of the most disadvantaged, and the recognition of 
the way cumulative and interrelated factors generate educational risk, is a strength, and, as we have 
seen, there is a particularly strong approach to the education of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students. 
 
There are, however, some concerns in relation to social justice issues.  The QSE 2010 document argues 
that ‘the role of government in an informed market is to maintain a strong state system, so that the 
value of choice really exists’ (Education Queensland 2000a, p. 13), and ‘enrolment share of state 
schools will depend on its ability to market is achievements...’ (p. 10).  This focus on ‘choice’ and 
capturing market share could encourage competitive differentiation within the state system as the 
means of confronting the drift to private schooling.  In this case the overall effect would be to weaken 
the commitment to social cohesion.  
 
Related, there appears to be no discussion about the ways in which New Basics relate to existing 
frameworks, in particular the hegemonic ‘competitive academic curriculum’ (Connell 1993).  There are 
some other questions about how the findings of the QSRLS (Lingard et al 2001), which influenced the 
development of QSE 2010, have shaped the documents which are the focus of this discussion. 
 
As mentioned earlier, the development of the New Basics and Productive Pedagogies were based on 
the findings of the QSRLS.  The Productive Pedagogies are classroom strategies grouped into four 
categories: recognition of difference, connectedness, intellectual quality, and supportive classroom 
 13
environment.  Lingard et al (2002) argue that their research shows that high quality teaching can 
improve outcomes for all students.   They further argue that teachers ‘have produced powerful social 
capital outcomes’, but that, 
 
there is a pressing need to enhance the intellectual ‘demandingness’ of pedagogies, along with 
continuing supportiveness, the recognition of difference and connecting classroom work to the 
lives of students and the worlds they inhabit.  These characteristics of productive pedagogies are 
imperative in the teaching of students from disadvantaged backgrounds (Lingard et al 2000, 
p.111).  
 
This research refocussed attention on teachers and classroom practices, with equity is viewed as an 
important pedagogical issue.  These ideas have clearly shaped the reform agenda, but, as we suggested 
earlier, they are not made sufficiently clear in the documents and materials we have analysed.  A 
potential danger with the New Basics is that higher order learning requirements may remain attached to 
academically-oriented schools, streams or students, while equity-oriented requirements become the task 
for schools catering for ‘students at educational risk’.  In other words, there is a danger of replicating 
existing divisions between academic and non-academic schools or streams within schools unless the 
issues are picked up in the way they are intended. 
 
It is also relevant that the QSRLS researchers were not advocating an abandonment of attention to 
specific groups, or of redistributive approaches. Rather, they were attempting to focus attention on to 
teachers and classroom practices which they argued had not previously received much attention in 
relation to equity matters. They wrote: 
 
We are at the educational reform moment when equity concerns have to be catered for in 
specific policies, in redistributive funding approaches, but more importantly in pedagogies and 
within the structures and cultures of schools that reflect their negotiated relationships with their 
communities.  (Lingard et al 2000)  
 
It remains to be seen how effectively the qualitative indicators of performance will be implemented, 
given that, unlike the quantitative measures that ‘can be developed from data collected in the normal 
course of events’ (Education Queensland 2000a, p. 29), the qualitative indicators relate mostly to 
schools’ service function to their communities.  It is unclear at this point as to how the accountability 
mechanisms will work in such a context. 
 
There is an absence of discussion about, or programs targeting, poverty in the strategy documents.  
Rather, poverty is buried within the rather broad category of ‘students at educational risk’.  While this 
is appropriate, there also seems to be a good case for developing separate targeted programs and 
policies for addressing students living in poverty, arguably the group most at risk after Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students for whom separate programs have been developed. 
 
However, the language of some of the documents associated with the 2010 Strategy reinforces the post-
structural tendency for dismissing ‘old fashioned’ concerns with structural (especially class-based) 
inequality.  This is seen, for example, in assertions such as: ‘single dimension target group strategies 
are no longer enough to explain the interrelated and cumulative social cultural, geographic and 
economic impacts on communities, particularly in localised settings’ (Education Queensland 2000d, 
p.3); and in the statement that stereotyping about learning capacity ‘based on single factors such as 
race, geography, cultural or linguistic background, socioeconomic circumstance or gender, [is] 
inappropriate in a world where flexibility and adaptability of skills and knowledge are a primary 
requisite for successful participation in work, families and communities’ (Education Queensland 2000e, 
unpaged).  In themselves these statements are unremarkable and, in the context of the strategy as a 
whole, they may represent a good attempt to reconcile the imperatives of difference/diversity and 
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equality.  However, if attributes of flexibility and adaptability are indeed the prime requisites of our 
times, then analysing in structural terms why it is that such attributes appear to be unevenly distributed 
remains a key task to be addressed in education policy.  Unfortunately the 2010 Strategy seems to 
indicate a move away from that task. 
 
This shift in the framing of equity can be seen in the various documents we have examined in this 
paper.  The main strategy document refers to ‘at risk groups’ as ‘those who on the basis of culture, 
linguistic background, gender, location, or socio-economic status have been disadvantaged ...’ 
(Education Queensland 2000a, p. 17).  Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and students with 
a disability are also identified.  In a subsequent document (Education Queensland 2000d), the term 
‘students at educational risk’ is used, and it is argued that it is necessary to consider ‘another map of 
educational risk’ (p. 3) as well as ‘the needs of particular target groups’.  This seems to reflect an 
approach which attempts to reconcile equality and difference - that is, to combine redistributive aspects 
of social justice with a recognition of difference (Fraser 1997).  However, in the information leaflet for 
the ‘Framework for students at educational risk’ (Education Queensland 2000e) - which emphasises 
diversity and rejects a focus on groups - there seems to be a shift away from any attempt to deal with 
equality and difference simultaneously. 
 
Resolving ‘the redistribution- recognition dilemma’ (Fraser 1997) is difficult to achieve in practice 
because the two approaches have contradictory aims and are in tension.  It may well be that the 
‘balance’ between equality and difference may need to change depending on the particular ‘field of 
practice’ and associated ‘logic of practice’ (Bourdieu 1998).  For example, the emphasis may need to 
be on redistributive aspects when the focus is system wide and the provision of services and monitoring 
of student outcomes are under consideration.  A focus on specific equity groups is necessary here.  
However, in relation to pedagogical issues, the emphasis needs to be on the recognition of difference, 
with care being taken to avoid stereotyping based on student backgrounds.  Such an approach may be 
useful in taking account of the different ‘levels’ - from the bureaucracy, to schools and classrooms - 
which are relevant  to policy development and implementation in relation to social justice issues. 
 
It is still too early to see how this ambitious agenda will play out.  What we have tried to show here, 
through an examination of Education Queensland’s educational reform strategy, is how interwoven 
global and local elements of policymaking now are.  However, we are also suggesting that the 
architects of QSE 2010, many of them well connected to those emergent global policy communities 
referred to at the beginning of this paper, have demonstrated how the contradictions inherent within 
globalisation processes can be exploited in order to produce policy agendas which, at some level, 
challenge the dominant and regressive neo-liberal readings of globalisation.    
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